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OVERHEARD  IN  ROOM  738 


Bill  Knowles  was  a  sturdy  young  man  of  32  years  — 
a  school  teacher  by  choice  but  at  the  moment  a  patient 
in  hospital  definitely  not  by  choice.   His  skiis  had 
done  him  in.   Attempting  a  slope  too  steep  for  his  ex- 
perience he  slammed  into  a  tree  and  shattered  something 
in  his  right  hip. 

Five  hours  later  -  after  a  painful  ambulance  ride, 
and  what  seemed  like  an  endless  series  of  x-rays,  af- 
ter the  welcome  anesthetic  and  more  than  two  and  a 
half  hours  on  the  operating  table,  Bill  was  wheeled 
into  Room  738  on  the  orthopedic  floor  of  Good  Samaritan 
Hospital. 

He  wasn't  exactly  "cover  material"  for  a  health 
magazine!   His  face  had  been  scratched  up  pretty  badly 
in  the  fall.   Besides,  caught  without  pajamas  of  his 
own,  he  found  himself  modeling  one  of  those  ghastly 
"one-size-fits-all"  shapeless  white  gowns  that  hospi- 
tals throw  in  as  part  of  the  deal  for  your  hundred  dol- 
lars a  day. 

Uncomfortably  immobilized  by  an  imprisoning  cast 
and  bitter  at  the  remembrance  of  the  day's  events, 
Bill  eagerly  swallowed  the  sedative  given  him  as  eve- 
ning fell  and  soon  was  lost  in  sleep. 

Morning  comes  quickly  in  hospitals.   Even  though 
it  was  tunnel-dark  outside,  Bill  was  awakened  by  the 
rattle  of  trays  and  dishes.   Instinctively  he  pulled 
on  the  base  of  the  metal  triangle  hanging  above  his 
head  and  maneuvered  into  a  sit-up  position. 

For  the  first  time  since  his  arrival  Bill  noticed 
that  he  had  a  roommate.   To  his  right  by  the  window,  a 
position  in  hospitals  that  connotes  seniority,  was  a 
man  some  ten  years  older  than  himself.   It  was  clear 
that  his  need  to  be  there  centered  in  a  damaged  left 
ankle . 


"Hi,"  said  Bill.   "My  name  is  Knowles ,  Bill 
Knowles.   Hope  I  didn't  keep  you  awake  last  night  with 
my  snoring." 

"Not  at  all,"  said  his  roomie.   "A  couple  of  doc- 
tors were  in  checking  on  your  chart  but  that  was  it. 
My  name  is  Chris,  Chris  Moore.   I'm  glad  to  meet  you. 
This  is  my  second  week.   Compound  fracture.   Happened 
down  at  work  when  a  case  of  tire  irons  fell  off  a 
truck  and  got  me  smack  on  the  bone." 

Through  breakfast  and  beyond  the  two  filled  each 
other  in  on  who  they  were:   how  they  felt  about  Water- 
gate, inflation  and  the  gasoline  shortage;  what  they 
thought  of  Muhammad  Ali's  recent  victory  over  Joe 
Frazier. 


They  had  succeeded  in  putting  a  good  beginning  on 
their  friendship  when  a  well  muscled  young  man  clad  in 
hospital  white  from  head  to  toe  came  in  and  proceeded 
to  give  both  Chris  and  Bill  a  combination  bath  and 
rub- down. 

In  the  afterglow  of  this  welcome  treatment,  Bill 
turned  to  his  new-found  friend  and,  as  much  to  make 
conversation  as  anything,  said,  "Hey,  what's  with  the 
male  nurse  bit!   I  feel  cheated.   Like  I  do  on  an  air- 
plane when  I  get  a  man  steward  instead  of  one  of  those 
cute  stewardesses  they're  always  showing  in  the  ads." 

"Careful,  buddy,"  chirped  Chris.   "Your  male  chau- 
vinism is  showing.   What  you're  really  trying  to  say" 
--  and  he  lowered  his  voice  as  he  went  on  --  "what 
you're  really  trying  to  say  is  that  any  guy  who  would 
take  a  job  like  that  is  probably  a  queer." 

No,  that  wasn't  what  Bill  was  about  at  all.   And 
he  felt  uncomfortable  with  the  turn  the  subject  had 
taken.   First  the  hip  and  now  this  --  forced  to  room 
with  a  small-town  "hard  hat!" 
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He  couldn't  let  the  matter  stand.   Having  counsel- 
led high  school  students  for  years,  he  knew  that  human 
sexuality  was  a  subject  that  required  care  and  sensi- 
tivity. 

"Look,"  he  said,  forgetting  the  miseries  of  his 
hip  as  he  warmed  to  the  challenge,  "guys  can  become 
nurses  for  a  variety  of  reasons.   Women  can  fly  air- 
planes and  run  track ,  and.  men  can  be  secretarys  and 
nurses.   Good  ones  too! 

"Besides,  if  a  guy  happens  to  be  a  homosexual, 
what's  so  wrong  with  thay?" 

Chris  was  willing  to  concede  that  men  and  women 
could  do  a  lot  of  role  switching  in  society.  There 
was  something  about  that  in  the  papers  almost  every 
day.  But  he  felt  a  surge  of  resentment  with  Bill's 
question,  "Being  a  homosexual,  what's  so  wrong  with 
that?"   It  was  his  turn  to  dig  in. 

"Are  you  defending  the  gays?"  he  asked.  "You  told 
me  just  minutes  ago  that  you  have  a  wife  and  two  sons. 
Would  you  want  those  kids  to  get  mixed  up  with  a  per- 
vert when  they're  old  enough  to  join  the  'Y'  or  go  off 
to  a  summer  camp?   Listen,  I've  got  no  time  for  those 
phonies .   One  of  them  made  a  pass  at  me  when  I  was 
fifteen  and  I  almost  killed  him." 

Bill  twisted  over  on  his  side  for  a  sip  of  water 
and  settled  back  to  continue  a  discussion  that  had  be- 
come rather  heated.   "You've  got  no  right  to  judge  all 
homosexuals  by  the  relatively  few  who  happen  to  be  pre- 
dators.  Gays  are  as  resentful  of  the  proselyting  homo- 
sexual as  you  and  I  are  of  the  heterosexual  guy  who 
can't  keep  his  hands  off  women.   It's  bad  news  either 
way.   You  have  to  judge  a  group  not  by  its  worst  rep- 
resentatives but  its  best!" 

"Look  here"  retorted  Chris,  "good  or  bad  they're 
a  menace.  I  want  no  part  of  them.  If  a  guy  wants  to 
live  that  way  that's  his  business  but...." 
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He  was  cut  short  in  his  answer  by  the  appearance 
in  the  doorway  of  a  hospital  aide  bringing  in  a  tray 
of  food.   Presently,  both  men  were  engrossed  in  put- 
ting a  fork  through  a  clump  of  overcooked  broccoli  and 
a  piece  of  tired  meat.   By  the  half-warm  temperature 
of  the  food  before  him  Bill  judged  that  their  room 
must  be  at  least  two  miles  from  the  kitchen!   He  start- 
ed to  say,  "If  we  can  put  a  man  on  the  moon  why  can't 
we..."   But  he  thought  better  of  complaining  and  pro- 
ceded  instead  to  chase  some  elusive  jello  with  a  spoon 
that  somehow  seemed  too  small. 

The  meal  over  and  the  trays  collected,  it  was 
Chris  who  chose  to  pursue  the  subject  of  the  morning 
further.   "I  can't  figure  why  a  family  guy  like  you 
should  get  so  worked  up  about  gays.   I  never  went  to 
college  but  I've  got  enough  sense  to  know  right  from 
wrong.  " 

Bill  was  prepared  to  continue.   The  noon- time 
coffee,  cool  though  it  was,  had  perked  him  up.   "Right 
before  lunch,  Chris,  you  said,  'If  a  guy  wants  to  live 
like  that  that's  his  business.'   People  don't  choose 
their  sexual  identity.   They  don't  want  to  be  male  or 
female  they  just  are.   One  day  you  woke  up  and  dis- 
covered that  girls  attracted  you.   Some  guys  wake  up 
and  discover  that  they  aren't  attracted  to  girls.   The 
chemistry  just  isn't  there.   They  find  themselves 
drawn  instead  to  male  companionship.   You  may  say  that 
that  isn't  natural.   But  it's  natural  to  them!   The 
same  holds  for  women  who  are  attracted  to  other  women. 
You  didn't  choose  to  be  heterosexual.   Most  gays  didn't 
choose  to  be  homosexual. 

Chris  was  softening  some,  but  not  so ' s  Bill  could 
notice.  "How'd  you  get  so  interested  in  homosexuals?" 
he  asked. 

"I  got  started  on  the  subject  in  a  big  way  from 
dealing  with  kids  in  school.   I  discovered  how  uninform- 
ed I  was.   I  was  "street  smart"  but  not  "book  smart." 
For  example,  I  discovered  that  sex  isn't  a  simple 
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either/or.   We  are  all  a  mix  of  male  and  female.   Some 
people  suffer  pain,  mostly  from  society,  because  their 
mix  is  different  from  that  of  the  majority.   They  ex- 
perience what  some  psychologists  call  a  "gender  ident- 
ity crisis."  They  are  male  on  the  outside  but  female 
on  the  inside  —  or  vice  versa.   In  other  words  they 
are  one  thing  physically  and  another  thing  psychically." 

Chris  became  a  bit  defensive.   He  took  it  that 
Bill  was  trying  to  "one-up"  him  by  dropping  heavy  terms 
that  only  shrinks  and  college  types  could  understand. 
He  felt  over-matched  but  not  defeated.   "Look,  I  don't 
follow  you  all  the  way.   When  you  start  talking  about 
an  ''identity  crisis'  and  use  a  word  like  "psychically* 
you  stop  me .   While  you  were  off  learning  stuff  like 
that ,  I  was  punching  a  time  clock  down  at  the  plant 
trying  to  earn  a  decent  living  for  the  family.   All 
the  same,  I  still  say  I'm  right.   Where  would  the  next 
generation  come  from  if  everyone  was  homosexual?   D'ja 
ever  think  of  that?" 

Bill  had  had  enough  philosophy  to  remember  how 
Immanuel  Kant  had  suggested  that  human  conduct  should 
be  tested  by  the  principle  of  universality.   If  your 
behavior  were  multiplied  the  world  over  —  what  then? 
It  surprised  him  that  Chris  had  stumbled  upon  the  same 
reasoning. 

"Chris,"  he  responded,  "for  a  whole  lot  of  reasons 
the  human  race  has  never  been  100%  re-productive.   Ste- 
rility, impotence,  sickness  --  you  name  it.   Everyone 
doesn't  have  to  reproduce  in  order  for  the  race  to  sur- 
vive.  Only  5%  of  the  population  is  homosexual.   I 
wouldn't  call  that  a  threat  to  the  future  would  you? 

Chris  was  not  in  the  mood  to  make  any  further  con- 
cessions.  In  what  might  be  described  as  a  mildly  de- 
fiant attitude  he  said,  "I  don't  want  to  argue  anymore. 
I  only  know  what  I  feel  inside.   The  whole  homo  package 
just  isn't  right!" 

Bill  wasn't  one  to  pull  rank  and  it  disturbed  him 
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that  Chris  felt  bullied.   In  his  friendliest  voice  he 
responded,  "I  don't  like  to  argue.   It's  not  my  nature, 
And  I  am  not  trying  to  convert  you  to  my  way  of  think- 
ing.  It's  just  that  I  think  some  very  serious  injus- 
tices have  been  done  by  society  in  general  to  men  and 
women  --  those  five  in  every  hundred  --  who  discovered 
one  day  that  they  were  different  from  the  rest  of  us. 

Bill  would  have  continued  in  this  conciliatory 
tone  had  not  Chris'  wife  come  in  bearing  a  neatly 
wrapped  package  of  fruit  and  cookies.  She  soon  met 
her  husband's  friend  from  the  city.  In  a  matter  of 
minutes,  through  shared  food  and  conversation,  Room 
738  came  to  resemble,  in  spirit,  a  living  room  at  home, 

That  mood  was  to  prevail  throughout  the  evening. 
At  ten  that  night  Chris  angled  his  rented  television 
set  so  that  Bill  could  join  him  in  watching  the  eve- 
ning news.   Both  men  were  one  in  the  world  that  they 
experienced  but  different  in  how  they  experienced  it. 


The  early  hours  of  the  following  day  were  spent 
on  matters  that  are  routine  in  hospitals.   Doctors 
stopped  in.   Temperatures  were  taken.   Uniformed  aides 
filled  water  pitchers.   Volunteers  wheeled  in  a  cart 
of  books  and  sundries.   An  enterprising  youngster  came 
through  hustling  the  morning  paper. 

When  the  room  regained  its  rightful  calm,  Bill 
and  Chris  could  be  found  leafing  through  the  day's 
news.   Bill  was  homesick  for  "The  New  York  Times"  but 
knew  that  it  was  not  fair  to  judge  a  small-town  paper 
by  so  lofty  a  standard.   As  his  eyes  skated  over  a 
hard-hitting  editorial  on  the  need  to  be  sure  that  all 
the  lights  were  out  in  the  county  court  house  overnight, 
Bill  caught  sight  of  a  third  person  who  had  entered 
the  room. 

He  was  a  man  in  his  middle  years  —  trim  and  nice- 
ly gray  around  the  temples.   Behind  his  rimless  mount - 
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ings ,  friendly  eyes  looked  out.   Clad  in  a  spotlessly 
clean  doctor's  type  jacket,  the  man  drew  near.   The 
name  tag  over  the  breast  pocket  solved  the  mystery  — 
the  man  was  Chaplain  Carter. 

The  orthopedic  floor  is  generally  an  easy  floor 
for  chaplains .   Seldom  the  pathos  there  that  one  is 
likely  to  find  where  heart  patients  gather  or  victims 
of  cancer.   Knowing  this,  Chaplain  Carter  always  fin- 
ished up  his  morning  rounds  visiting  patients  who  had 
nothing  more  seriously  wrong  with  them  than  a  broken 
bone  or  two.   He  gave  his  prime  time,  earlier  in  the 
day,  to  those  who  were  likely  to  need  something  more 
than  a  passing  word  of  cheer. 

Having  met  the  chaplain  on  previous  visits,  Chris 
made  the  necessary  introduction.   Before  long  it  was 
clear  that  the  room  was  a  microcosm  of  ecumenism.  The 
chaplain  confessed  to  being  a  Methodist.   Chris  ac- 
knowleged  (something  the  chaplain  already  knew)  that 
he  was  a  "World  Series"  Lutheran  —  in  church  only  on 
the  big  days,  Christmas  Eve,  Palm  Sunday  and  Easter. 
Bill  laid  claim  to  being  an  Episcopalian  who  had 
shelved  his  faith  during  college  years  but  returned 
to  it  after  the  children  came. 

"Pastor  Carter,"  said  Chris,  after  things  had 
quieted  down,  "Bill  here  and  I  got  into  a  discussion 
yesterday  on  whether  it's  O.K.  for  a  guy  to  be  a  homo. 
While  I  admit  that  I  don't  wear  out  the  church,  I  re- 
member enough  about  the  Bible  to  know  that  that  sorta 
thing  is  wrong.   Right?" 

The  chaplain  found  himself  wishing  he  were  else- 
where, but  he  braved  a  smile,  leaned  forward  in  his 
chair  and  attempted  a  response. 

"It's  true,  Chris,  that  the  Old  Testament  frowns 
on  homosexualism.   The  prohibitions  are  rather  clear 
and  strict .   But  we  have  to  remember  that  the  Hebrews 
were  a  hard  pressed  minority  in  those  years  and  under- 
standably concerned  that  their  future  be  insured.  They 
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didn't  want  the  "chosen  people"  to  die  out.   Homosexu- 
alism was  a  "no  no"  largely  on  practical  grounds.   At 
least  that's  how  I  see  it. 

"Jesus  never  spoke  to  the  subject,  as  far  as  we 
know.   Paul  wrote  strongly  against  it,  but  we  should 
keep  in  mind  that  his  thoughts  on  such  matters  were 
highly  influenced  by  Jewish  training  and  conditioning. 
Besides,  he  lacked  our  psychological  insights  on  the 
subject. 

Chris  was  visibly  disappointed  that  the  chaplain 
had  not  come  down  hard  with  both  feet  on  his  side.  The 
wedding  band  on  the  appropriate  finger  of  the  chap- 
lain's  left  hand  kept  the  burly  patient  from  going 
any  further  with  the  thought  that  Carter  might  be  gay 
himself. 

Not  wishing  to  leave  the  matter  hanging  on  mere 
negative  assertions,  the  chaplain  went  on:  "It  is  clear 
to  me  that  for  those  of  us  who  claim  to  be  Christians, 
all  that  the  Bible  says  must  submit  to  the  mind  of 
Jesus.   He  is  Lord  of  the  Scriptures  as  well  as  Lord 
of  the  Sabbath.   The  mind  of  Christ  --  that's  what  our 
religion  is  all  about. 

"And  while  it  is  true  that  Jesus  has  been  enlisted 
over  the  years  to  support  a  variety  of  questionable 
views  and  causes  it  is  still  true,  and  clearly  so  to 
me,  that  love  is  what  mattered  most  with  him,  and  ulti- 
mately all  that  mattered.   Love  is  the  final  test.  The 
point  of  life  is  love." 

"You  mean,"  chipped  in  Bill,  "that  we  must  deal 
with  everyone,  homosexuals  included,  out  of  love  and 
not  out  of  a  desire  to  exclude  or  punish?" 

"Exactly,"  said  the  chaplain.  "For  too  long  a  time 
now  we  have  made  life  difficult  for  homosexuals.   We 
have  made  them  the  butt  of  cruel  jokes  and  epithets, 
treated  them  like  criminals,  made  them  feel  unwelcome 
in  our  clubs  and  churches,  driven  them  to  such  a  point 
of  desperation  that  they  have  had  to  go  against  their 
generally  sensitive  nature  and  become  militant  in  order 
to  gain  the  basic  rights  that  belong  to  them  as  human 


beings.   They  didn't  closet  themselves.   It  was  we  who 
drove  them  into  hiding!" 

Chris  wasn't  buying  the  chaplain's  case.   With  a 
series  of  quick  movements  —  as  if  to  demonstrate  his 
masculinity  --  he  lit  up  a  cigarette  and  sought  to  bring 
the  conversation  down  to  earth. 

"Let  me  ask  you  one  question,  Pastor.   If  two  gays 
came  up  to  you  and  asked  you  to  marry  them  to  each 
other  would  you  do  it?"  Thinking  that  he  had  reduced 
the  chaplain's  position  to  absurdity  he  was  taken  by 
surprise  when  Carter  answered  slowly,  "Not  exactly." 

Rising  from  a  chair  the  chaplain  strolled  toward 
the  window  and  went  on:  "By  my  understanding  of  mar- 
riage I  couldn't  marry  two  consenting  homosexuals  to 
each  other.   Even  if  the  law  permitted  It  —  which  it 
doesn't  --  I  couldn't.  But  if  I  were  sure  that  two  homo- 
sexual adults  really  loved  each  other  and  were  willing 
to  commit  themselves  to  a  relationship  that  included 
intended  permanence,  I  would  not  hesitate  to  solemnize 
their  vows. 

"Getting  back  to  Jesus  --  if  love  is  the  cardinal 
virtue,  and  two  people  truly  love  each  other,  why  should 
they  be  denied  the  right  to  openly  express  that  love 
because  their  sexuality  is  different?" 

"I  can't  believe  what  I'm  hearing,"  Chris  shouted. 
"You'd  actually  say  a  prayer  over  two  gays  who  wanted 
to  set  up  house?   How  long  do  you  think  it  would  last?" 

"How  long  did  your  first  marriage  last,  Chris?" 
the  chaplain  asked  as  kindly  as  he  could.  The  color 
rushed  to  Chris'  cheeks  and  rendered  him  silent. 

"Forgive  me  for  getting  personal,  Chris.   I  mere- 
ly wanted  to  show  that  we  all  come  short  of  our  best 
intentions . " 

"Do  you  think  homosexual  activity  should  be  pun- 
ishable by  law,"  Bill  asked.   "What  do  you  think?" 
returned  the  chaplain. 

Bill  said,  "No,  I  really  don't.   Where  consenting 
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adults  are  involved,  I  don't  see  that  it's  a  matter  for 
the  police  or  courts.   However,  I  think  people  —  es- 
pecially youngsters  --  ought  to  be  protected  by  law  a- 
gainst  those  who  force  themselves  sexually  on  others. 
That  goes  for  gays  and  straights  alike." 

"Of  course,"  said  the  chaplain.   "I  think  every- 
one would  agree  on  that . " 


With  that  word  a  genial  attendant  moved  in  to  set 
up  shop  for  lunch.   When  the  trays  were  in  place  and 
the  covers  removed  from  the  dishes,  the  chaplain, 
standing  between  the  beds  in  738,  smiled  and  said, 
"It  looks  as  if  that  food  might  have  been  blessed  be- 
fore.  But  let's  bless  it  again  anyway." 

He  offered  up  a  simple  prayer  of  thanks  and  left. 
CLOSING  PRAYER 

Wke/ie.  in  tke^e.  kuman  wonxU  we.  have. 

kexuid  Thy  Wold,   0  God, 
HeZp  tt6  to  tie.ceA.ve.  it  with  thanks  giving 

to  the.  e-di^ication  o^  oua  bouJU. 
AtAiAt  lu  day  by  day  to  wibeJty  and 

wa/unly  live,  oat  the.  love,  to  wkick 

we.  have.  be.e.n  called. 

ThAougk  JeAuA  Chvut  ouh.  Loud.   Amen. 
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